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The Psychology of Hallucinations

What triggers a hallucination? Can our lifestyles impact the likelihood of auditory or visual hallucinations? Can hallucinations be a part of normal cognition? The Psychology of Hallucinations takes readers on a journey through visual and auditory hallucinations—perceptions experienced in the absence of external stimuli yet felt with compelling realism. It explores the ways hallucinations have been embraced throughout history by some cultures whilst also looking at how they have become a subject of scepticism and fear. The book adopts a compassionate look at the clinical and psychiatric implications of hallucinations alongside lifestyle factors such as sleep deprivation and substance use. Whether they represent a doorway to creative revelation, markers of struggle or subjects of philosophical inquiry, hallucinations deserve exploration that is curious, compassionate and clear-eyed. This volume provides just that—a guide for anyone seeking to understand, rather than simply fear, the mysteries at the borders of the mind.

Gabriel Andrade is an Associate Professor at Ajman University, United Arab Emirates. He has previously taught at university level in Venezuela, the Marshall Islands, Aruba and the Cayman Islands. He has written books and articles at the intersection of psychology, ethics, religion and philosophy.
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The Psychology of Everything


	People are fascinated by psychology, and what makes humans tick. Why do we think and behave the way we do? We’ve all met armchair psychologists claiming to have the answers, and people that ask if psychologists can tell what they’re thinking. The Psychology of Everything is a series of books which debunk the popular myths and pseudo-science surrounding some of life’s biggest questions.


	The series explores the hidden psychological factors that drive us, from our subconscious desires and aversions, to our natural social instincts. Absorbing, informative, and always intriguing, each book is written by an expert in the field, examining how research-based knowledge compares with popular wisdom, and showing how psychology can truly enrich our understanding of modern life.


	Applying a psychological lens to an array of topics and contemporary concerns - from sex, to fashion, to conspiracy theories - The Psychology of Everything will make you look at everything in a new way.


	Titles in the series:


	The Psychology of Menopause by Marie Percival


	The Psychology of Fashion Second Edition by Carolyn Mair


	The Psychology of the Extreme by Arie W. Kruglanski and Sophia Moskalenko


	The Psychology of Stress by Charlotte Mottram, Alison Woodward, and Shanti Farrington


	The Psychology of Sports Fans by Aaron CT Smith


	The Psychology of Sex 2e by Meg-John Barker


	The Psychology of Money by Adrian Furnham


	The Psychology of Genealogy by Susan M. Moore


	The Psychology of Hallucinations by Gabriel Andrade


	For more information about this series, please visit: www.routledgetextbooks.com/textbooks/thepsychologyofeverything/








iii
The Psychology of Hallucinations

Gabriel Andrade

[image: Logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, London and New York.]





ivDesigned cover image: Getty Images

First published 2027

by Routledge


4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge

605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158



Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2027 Gabriel Andrade

The right of Gabriel Andrade to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

For Product Safety Concerns and Information please contact our EU representative GPSR@taylorandfrancis.com. Taylor & Francis Verlag GmbH, Kaufingerstraße 24, 80331 München, Germany.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 9781041328575 (hbk)

ISBN: 9781041328537 (pbk)

ISBN: 9781003784890 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003784890

Typeset in Joanna

by KnowledgeWorks Global Ltd.




v
Table of Contents


	
Introduction


	1The history and cultural interpretations of hallucinations


	2Hallucinations and the brain


	3Hallucinations and psychosis


	4Hallucinations in neurological and medical conditions


	5Hallucinations and sleep


	6Hallucinations and substances


	7Hallucinations, lived experience and treatment


	Conclusion


	References


	viIndex








1
Introduction

DOI: 10.4324/9781003784890-1


In recent years, one of the most frequent concerns of modern life, echoed across newsrooms, social media platforms, and everyday conversation, has been the rise of “fake news.” This term has come to signify not only a political or informational problem, but also a deep crisis of epistemology—the question of how we can know what is true, and what counts as reality. The worry about fake news extends beyond journalism or politics; it touches on something fundamental to the human experience: our reliance on perception and representation to access the world.

When a carefully staged video, an image generated by artificial intelligence, or a digitally manipulated recording can circulate globally and be accepted as fact, our traditional confidence in sensory evidence begins to erode. Events that never happened are experienced as vividly as those that did. A photo of a politician in a fabricated scandal, viewed by millions, may provoke anger, emotion, or belief even after being proven false. The phenomenon of “deepfakes”—AI-created images or videos indistinguishable from real footage—makes this even more acute (Karnouskos, 2020). Here, the entire notion of authenticity collapses under the weight of simulation.

2These developments invite us to reconsider not only the reliability of our media environment, but also the reliability of our minds. Seeing something—whether online or before our eyes—no longer guarantees that it exists in the form we perceive it. The boundaries between reality and representation, perception and imagination, become porous. Within this tension lies a theoretical doorway to the psychology of hallucinations: experiences that feel real, though they arise without a corresponding external object. Before exploring hallucinations themselves, however, it is worth dwelling on the philosophical lineage of this question—one that long predates the digital age.

Jean Baudrillard, the French philosopher and cultural critic, offered perhaps the most striking conceptual framework for understanding this collapse of the real into representation. In works such as Simulacra and Simulation (1994), Baudrillard argued that contemporary society had entered a stage where signs no longer refer to underlying realities. Instead, they only refer to other signs in an endless play of simulation. In ancient times, a map was a representation of territory; today, he suggested, the map precedes the territory. The imitation becomes more real than the original—a condition he called hyperreality. In Baudrillard’s (1994, p. 22) words, “One must think instead of the media as if they were, in outer orbit, a kind of genetic code that directs the mutation of the real into the hyperreal.”

To illustrate, he described Disneyland as the perfect model of the hyperreal. It presents itself as an imaginary world, but this self-conscious fiction masks the fact that the “real” world outside operates under the same logic—constructed, curated, staged. Similarly, in media culture, the distinction between a televised event and its occurrence becomes meaningless. The Gulf War, Baudrillard provocatively wrote, “did not take place”—not because bombs didn’t fall or people didn’t die, but because the war we experienced was a mediated spectacle, a televised narrative rather than direct experience (Baudrillard, 2009).

In such a world, perception is detached from reality, and the mind becomes increasingly occupied by images, signs, and echoes rather 3than concrete referents. The line between experiencing and imagining dissolves. This theoretical condition of hyperreality parallels the phenomenological dimension of hallucination: the subject encounters something intensely vivid, emotionally compelling, and experientially immediate, yet untethered from an external cause. Both involve entering a realm where signs or sensations appear autonomous, where the mind projects substance onto nothingness.

Yet these concerns are hardly new. The instability of perception and the uncertainty of reality have been central philosophical preoccupations throughout history. The crisis provoked by “fake news” merely echoes a question that has accompanied human thought since antiquity: how can we know that what we perceive truly corresponds to what is real?


Philosophers of Uncertain Worlds

One of the earliest and most enduring explorations of this issue lies in Plato’s The Republic, in the allegory of the cave. Plato asks us to imagine a group of prisoners chained inside a dark cavern, unable to turn their heads. Behind them burns a fire; between the fire and the prisoners is a raised walkway along which unseen figures carry objects. The prisoners see only the flickering shadows of these objects cast upon the wall before them. To them, these shadows are reality, for they have known nothing else. Should one prisoner be freed and ascend to the surface, he would initially be blinded by the sunlight—the true source of illumination—but gradually he would recognise that what he once took for truth was merely illusion (Plato & Lane, 2007).

Plato’s image of the cave already gestures toward a problem that will be central to this book: how to distinguish different ways in which experience can depart from what is actually there. The prisoners’ shadows are best understood as illusions rather than hallucinations: there is a real fire, real objects, and a real wall, but the sensory information they provide is systematically misleading, so that what is genuinely present is misinterpreted and flattened 4into two-dimensional silhouettes. By contrast, hallucinations are not distortions of existing stimuli but perception-like experiences arising in the absence of any appropriate external object or event—a voice heard when no one speaks, a figure seen where no one stands, a smell sensed when nothing in the environment could plausibly produce it. The very term “hallucination” comes from the Latin alucinari or hallucinari, “to wander in the mind” or “to be absent-minded” (Telles-Correia et al., 2015), and contemporary clinical usage preserves this sense of mental wandering: hallucinations are typically defined as vivid, substantial, perception-like experiences that occur without external stimuli, are experienced with the immediacy of real perception, and are not under voluntary control. This distinction between misperceiving what is there (illusion) and perceiving what is not there at all (hallucination) will become crucial as the discussion moves from Plato’s cave to the psychological and neuroscientific accounts of hallucinations that follow.

In any case, this parable encapsulates Plato’s metaphysics. For him, the world accessible to the senses is not the ultimate reality but a mere shadow of the higher, immutable world of Forms (or Ideas). Every visible object—tree, chair, human face—is merely an imperfect copy of its corresponding ideal Form, which exists in a purely intelligible realm graspable only through reason. Perception deceives; knowledge arises only when the mind ascends beyond the cave of appearances toward the eternal truths.

Across the world, a similar metaphysical dilemma unfolded in ancient China. The philosopher Zhuang Zhou—better known as Zhuangzi—offered one of the most poetic reflections on the uncertainty of perception. In a famous passage, he recounts a dream in which he was a butterfly flitting through the air, entirely content and unaware of his human identity: “Once Zhuang Zhou dreamt he was a butterfly, a butterfly flitting and fluttering around, happy with himself and doing as he pleased. He didn’t know he was Zhuang Zhou. Suddenly he woke up and there he was, solid and unmistakable Zhuang Zhou. But he didn’t know if he was Zhuang Zhou 5who had dreamt he was a butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming he was Zhuang Zhou” (Zhuangzi, 2003, p. 44).

This parable captures a radical epistemological scepticism: the distinction between dream and waking life may not be absolute, and the continuity of identity may be illusory. Just as Baudrillard later suggested that society lives within simulations of its own creation, Zhuangzi implied that consciousness moves fluidly between layers of experience that feel equally real. The criterion for reality—whether rooted in external verification or internal conviction—remains elusive.

Zhuangzi’s insight also contains a notable psychological resonance. The felt reality of the dream, like that of a hallucination, is not diminished by its lack of external grounding. Within the dream, as within a hallucination, the mind constructs a coherent world complete with sensory richness and emotional meaning. Reality, in such moments, resides not in external validation, but in experience itself.

This motif resurfaced with philosophical precision in the seventeenth century, when René Descartes famously sought to establish a foundation for certain knowledge. Descartes recognised that sensory experience is notoriously unreliable: objects appear smaller at a distance, sticks seem bent in water, and dreams can perfectly imitate waking life. To eliminate all possible doubt, he engaged in a radical thought experiment, imagining the existence of an “evil genius”—a powerful deceiver who manipulates his perceptions and thoughts so that everything he believes to be true might be false.

Suppose, Descartes argued, that such a deceiver could create in me the very sensations and ideas I attribute to the external world. As Descartes (1984, p. 15) famously wrote, “I will suppose therefore that not God, who is supremely good and the source of truth, but rather some malicious demon, had employed his whole energies in deceiving me”. How, then, could I distinguish between reality and a perfect illusion? Confronted with this possibility, Descartes could doubt everything—except the fact that he was doubting. From this indubitable act of thinking arose his famous conclusion: Cogito, ergo 6sum (“I think, therefore I am”). Even if an evil genius deceived him about the existence of the physical world, the act of thought itself guaranteed his existence as a thinking subject.

Descartes’ philosophical exercise intensified the separation between mind and world, establishing the ground for modern epistemology and cognitive science alike. His hypothetical scenario also resonates strongly with the phenomenology of hallucinations. To experience a hallucination is to live, however momentarily, within a Cartesian nightmare—one’s sensory apparatus insists upon the reality of an object that does not exist, and yet the experience feels as incontestable as any genuine perception.

While Descartes ultimately reinstated the external world as real—albeit known imperfectly through reason—another philosopher, George Berkeley, took a more radical route. Writing in the early eighteenth century, Berkeley argued that the very notion of a material world existing independently of perception was incoherent. His idealism rested on a simple but profound proposition: to be is to be perceived (esse est percipi) (Berkeley, 1982). Berkeley reasoned that all we ever encounter are ideas and sensations within the mind. When we say that a tree exists, we mean merely that we (or some observer) perceive its colour, shape, texture, and location. The idea of an unperceived tree—something wholly beyond mind—makes no sense, because the very act of conceiving it brings it into perception. Rather than a material reality “out there”, Berkeley proposed that the world consists entirely of perceptions sustained by the divine mind, which guarantees the coherence of experience when no human observer is present.

Although Berkeley’s intent was theological rather than sceptical, his doctrine attempted to dismantle the assumption that perception points beyond itself. Experience becomes self-contained: all that exists are mental representations. In a peculiar way, this idealist view erases the distinction between normal perception and hallucination. If everything we perceive exists only as an idea within consciousness, then hallucinations differ from ordinary perceptions not in substance but in order or coherence. Both belong to the same 7ontological realm—the mind’s theatre—though one aligns with the divine order and the other does not.

Across these philosophical traditions—from Plato’s cave to Baudrillard’s hyperreal—the question is not merely epistemological but existential. What is it to be human in a world where perception is uncertain? Each thinker, in his own fashion, arrives at a recognition that reality as experienced is always mediated—by senses, by language, by cultural symbols, or by the mind’s own structure.

The worry about “fake news” today carries a secular echo of these metaphysical concerns. When millions interpret a digitally fabricated event as truth, the phenomenon speaks not only to social manipulation but to the fragility of human cognition. Our perceptual systems are not designed to doubt reality; they are tuned to trust their inputs. Once an image or sound satisfies the brain’s criteria of coherence and plausibility, it is treated as fact. This same mechanism underlies hallucinations: the mind confers reality upon its own productions when they sufficiently mimic the structure of perception.

In both contexts—the political and the psychological—the challenge is not that we cannot perceive, but that our perceptions are too convincing. Our cognitive architecture inclines us to attribute existence to what feels real, regardless of its source. Philosophers have wrestled with this predicament for millennia; neuroscientists now explore it in terms of prediction errors and perceptual inference (Sedley et al., 2016). Yet the core human problem remains unchanged: how to discern the real from the imagined when both press upon us with equal force.

The terrain of hallucinations thus lies nestled within one of humanity’s oldest and most profound inquiries. Fake news troubles our trust in media; hallucinations trouble our trust in the mind. Both compel us to confront the unsettling realisation that reality itself, as we live it, is to a significant degree a construction—an ever-shifting interplay between what is given by the world and what is generated by consciousness.



Why Hallucinations Matter

8These philosophical ideas are not just abstract musings—they offer a foundation for psychologists and neuroscientists to study hallucinations as tangible, measurable experiences in human life. Thinkers like Plato, Zhuangzi, Descartes, and Berkeley highlight the tension between appearance and reality; modern psychology takes this further by asking how that divide is represented in the brain and in lived experience, and how frequently it appears in both everyday and clinical contexts. What began as philosophical scepticism about perception has become an empirical question: under what circumstances does the mind create experiences that feel real despite the absence of external stimuli, and how are these experiences shaped by culture, development, and mental health?

Even at a very broad level, hallucinations can be sorted along several dimensions that anticipate the more detailed taxonomies developed later in this book. One basic distinction concerns sensory modality: auditory, visual, tactile, olfactory, gustatory, and somatic hallucinations each have partly distinct neural and phenomenological profiles. Another concerns context and course: transient, non-distressing hallucinations in otherwise healthy individuals; hallucinations embedded in psychotic disorders such as schizophrenia; and hallucinations secondary to neurological or medical conditions (for example, Parkinson’s disease, epilepsy, sensory deprivation, or visual loss in Charles Bonnet syndrome). A third axis is the degree of insight: some people recognise their experiences as internally generated, while others attribute them firmly to external agents or forces, often with powerful emotional and behavioural consequences.

Having already distinguished hallucinations from illusions, it helps to lay out the main adjacent phenomena—delusions, ideas of reference, dreams, and altered states of consciousness—before sharpening the differences. In contrast to hallucinations, which are perception-like experiences arising without an appropriate external stimulus, delusions are best understood as beliefs: they are fixed, 9false convictions held with strong subjective certainty, resistant to counter-argument, and not shared by the person’s cultural group, even though they often grow around or incorporate hallucinatory content (for example, a belief about being persecuted by neighbours can be elaborated to explain threatening voices) (Adachi & Akanuma, 2016). Ideas of reference concern the meaning attributed to ordinary events: the person interprets neutral occurrences—a song on the radio, people whispering, a passing car—as carrying a special, often secret message directed specifically at them; in milder forms, this retains some doubt, but with increasing conviction and systematisation it can harden into full delusions of reference (Shives, 2007). Dreams present another neighbouring phenomenon: they are saturated with hallucinatory imagery, yet they occur in sleep, when reality-testing is suspended, and on awakening most people spontaneously reclassify their dream experiences as “not real”, whereas waking hallucinations intrude into a state that is ordinarily governed by the expectation of veridical perception and may be taken as genuinely occurring in the here-and-now. Finally, altered states of consciousness—whether induced by substances, sensory deprivation, meditation, trance, or neurological disturbance—primarily involve global shifts in awareness, time perception, and sense of self (Tart, 2000); hallucinations may or may not appear within these states, but altered consciousness is the broader framework, with hallucinations representing one possible content within it rather than its defining feature. Together, these distinctions help to locate hallucinations as a specific kind of experience—percept-like, stimulus-absent, and often reality-endorsed—nested within a wider landscape of how minds can misbelieve, misinterpret, and reconfigure reality.

Empirical work over the past three decades has made it clear that hallucinations are neither rare nor confined to severe mental illness. Large population-based studies suggest that hallucinations of various kinds occur in a substantial minority of people at some point in their lives, often without leading to clinical care. A large systematic review of auditory hallucinations across the lifespan, estimated a mean lifetime prevalence of around 9.6%, with rates 10of approximately 12–13% in children and adolescents, and 5–6% in adults (Linszen et al., 2022). Epidemiological surveys focused specifically on auditory verbal hallucinations in community samples report lifetime rates between about 5% and 15%, depending on methodology (de Leede-Smith & Barkus, 2013), with one Norwegian postal survey finding that 7.3% of adults reported having heard voices at some point (I. E. Sommer et al., 2010). When hallucinations in all modalities are considered, several large surveys converge on a prevalence range of roughly 6–15% in the general population (Toh et al., 2020), indicating that non-clinical hallucinations are a common, if often hidden, part of human experience.

Age, context, and clinical status modulate these figures in important ways. For example, a large British general population study using consistent measures across the adult lifespan found that the past-year prevalence of hallucinations was about 7% in people aged 16–19 years, declining gradually to around 3% in those aged 70 and older (Yates et al., 2021). In children, a Dutch cohort study of nearly 4,000 participants reported a one-year prevalence of auditory vocal hallucinations of 9% at ages 7–8, though only about 15% of these children experienced substantial suffering or problem behaviour associated with the voices (Bartels-Velthuis et al., 2010). Non-clinical voice hearers in adult samples often report brief, infrequent, and controllable experiences—on average every few days, for a few minutes at a time—with little or no interference in daily life, in stark contrast to the distressing, persistent hallucinations seen in psychotic disorders. Nevertheless, across age groups, the presence of hallucinations in community samples is consistently associated with higher rates of mental disorders, suicidal ideation, and suicide attempts (Linscott & Os, 2013), underlining their significance as risk markers as well as phenomena of intrinsic interest.

There are many reasons why a wide audience should care about hallucinations. Clinically, they are hallmark features of psychotic disorders but also occur in mood disorders, neurodegenerative conditions, sensory impairment, and substance-related states, making them a transdiagnostic phenomenon that transcends traditional 11diagnostic categories. Even outside formal diagnoses, their presence can indicate elevated risk for mental health difficulties, reduced quality of life, and self-harm, prompting calls for early detection and compassionate, non-stigmatising interventions. Culturally, hallucinations have shaped religious revelations, shamanic and artistic practices, and collective rituals—from ancient vision quests and prophetic voices to modern psychedelic ceremonies—making them central to the study of meaning and belief. Intellectually, they occupy a unique position at the intersection of philosophy, psychology, and neuroscience, illuminating the brain’s constructive role in perception, challenging naïve realism about the senses, and revealing how a coherent world-model can both sustain and unravel the lived fabric of experience.



Following the Threads Ahead

The chapters that follow take these threads and work them through different levels of explanation, moving from history and culture to brain and clinic, and finally to the intimate texture of lived experience. The opening chapter asks how hallucinations have been understood across times and places—as divine messages, witchcraft, moral failing, artistic inspiration, or signs of madness—and shows how similar experiences can be elevated, tolerated, or pathologised depending on the symbolic and institutional frameworks that surround them. This broader canvas sets the stage for understanding why some people with distressing hallucinations hesitate to seek help, while others actively cultivate such states within religious or aesthetic practices.

From there, the focus turns to mechanisms. One strand examines how the brain constructs perceptual reality and how this constructive process sometimes overshoots its mark. Contemporary models that treat perception as prediction and inference—the brain as hypothesis‑tester rather than passive recorder—frame hallucinations as extreme but intelligible outcomes of ordinary processes. The aim of the discussion is not to locate a single “hallucination 12centre”, but to map interacting systems whose balance can be tipped by development, trauma, substances, neurodegeneration, or sensory deprivation.

Subsequent chapters consider the clinical landscapes where hallucinations most often draw professional attention.
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